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M None of them,*' says Mr Wallace, "has ever been to my 
office to check the facts about 1990." It was hardly necessary. 
During the three years that he and his chief at the Festivals 
Unit, Bob Palmer, were masterminding Glasgow 1990, the stories 
appearing in t he press told us all we needed to know, fit was a 
niagra of PR effluent - of which Neil Wallace’s "private and 
confidential" letter is a pretty good example - designed to 
bring on maximum social and cultural amnesia in the population 
at large. Its effects are fairly obvious in so many many 
proponents of 1990-ism. Contact with Mr Wallace’s office could 
be perilous. For whatever their failings in certain other 
respects, in PR the Festivals Unit certainly know a thing or 
two. More than a thing or two. So much in fact that one wonders 
whether advertising conmanship isn’t their main line of 
business after all, and "the exhaustive and dedicated work... 
to invigorate a sense of public culture" amounts to no more 
than a costly exercise in image-building which may indeed bring 
benefits to the property developers and wine-bar entrepreneurs 
but very little to the mass of the people who will be paying 
for it. 


If you have to pay for Pavarotti and Sinatra and the 
rest by selling off a huge swathe of Glasgow Green (one third, 
I’m told) I imagine you would need good PR. And especially if 
you have a track record in cultural matters as depressing as 
that of the District Council. But however unpatriotic it may 
seem to Lally, Palmer, Wallace, Spalding & Co, questions surely 
must be asked about 1990 and what it really is all about. 

Not too many people were asking "embarrassing" questions 
when most of the great buildings in Glasgow, including 
churches, schools and tenements designed by the greatest 
architect Scotland ever had, Alexander (Greek) Thompson, were 
being trashed in the name of motorways and towering office 
blocks, many of which lie empty to this day. Evidently Glasgow 
District Council had not yet heard of culture as a "force for 
economic regeneration" .' All they had heard about was demolition 
and herding the working-class population into the hated housing 
schemes where a nightmare of dereliction awaited them. This was 
a planning disaster as everybody now concedes. But don’t let’s 
fool ourselves that it belongs safely in the past. It is an 
ongoing disaster. Today one-third of the whole housing stock, 
through damp and lack of maintenance, is officially classified 
as "below a tolerable standard" or, as we used to say, perhaps 
more honestly, unfit for humans to live in. This is the real 
embarrassment the city is faced with in 1990. 


The downgrading of Elspeth King's role at the People’s 
Palace and the Labour Councils blueprint for a new yuppie- 
orxented Glasgow spearheaded by first the Garden Festival, then 
the Year of Culture, have political and financial 
interconnections which must surely be obvious to any unbiased 
observer. Compare the niggardly sums spent on the People's 
Palace where you have social history centred where it should 
5?’ ? eq £v ej with_the millions lavished on something like 
Glasgow s Glasgow which is social history centred on artefacts, 
3S i S u ps v 3 "? locomotives are somehow more important than the 
people who built them and ran them. Surely there were political 
considerations at work here which over-rode any honest cultural 
criteria • 

. . , ,.. ,pbe trut h is: the Year of Culture has more to do with 

high finance than culture in any real or meaningful sense. It 
has more to do with politics and millionaire developers than 


Tbe rea l political manipulators, who so incense Neil 
Wallace, are not the Friends of the People's Palace nor the 
ordinary men and women who make up the Workers City Group which 
has campaigned for Elspeth King, but the people in the District 

who°in ?qQn P h (ald — and 5 be “ ed b V the Festivals Unit hacks) 
who in 1990 have injected politics into matters purely cultural 

?" d t - St a° : - ea ^ ta Clalra cul tural and artistic endorsement 
for their despicable brand of commodity capitalism. 

It is for this reason so many writers and artists in 
Glasgow are anti-1990. They do not like being duped. For 
writers and artists in 1990, as indeed for curators of museums 
nt-tf n ° * onger a question of weighing up how much or how ’ 
little autonomy/integrity to surrender for the sake of the 
grants or state subsidies or business sponsorship that might be 


„„„ i** 1 - 19 12’ Wlll y _nlll y* everything is surrendered, once 
you join in the enterprise, for above all 1990 makes an 
unequivocal statement on behalf of corporate wealth. In 1990 it 
is more a question of art sponsoring big business, promoting 

f Uri ' drlv <? and givin S aid and comfort to a shallow 
ethos of yuppie greed. uw 

At heavy cost to the public purse Glasgow* s image is to 
be overhauled and tarted-up so that financial services can 
f up-market shopping malls thrive and luxury hotels and 

high-priced city-centre flats proliferate to the glory of 
e r^T V \ Capl ^ iSm u" the new gutted-out and scrubbed-clean 
nothing Where Urt>an Chl ° 1S ever y thin g and working-class people 


It is the year of the exploitation of art by big 
business for big business. In 1990 art is to pave the way for 
the entrepreneur and property developer and the great new 
tourist economy which the Labour District Council led by Pat 
Lally has earmarked for Glasgow. 

With the help of the Festivals Unit, who in turn employ 
Saatchi & Saatchi’s expertise, they propagate an image of 
Glasgow which is palpably false. It is an image which obscures 
the cruel reality of homelessness, chronic unemployment, 
widespread DSS poverty and their usual concomitants - drug 
abuse and the manifold forms of community violence. 

This is not the Merchant City, but this is the real 
Glasgow. 


Any image that fails to convey the social deprivation 
and human waste in Glasgow in 1990 is an insult to the working- 
class population. But a greater insult is the Year of Culture 
itself and the anti working-class assumptions on which it is 
based. 


For the people without hope it is the final proof, if 
proof were needed, of Labour’s abject collusion with 
entrepreneurial greed against the social and cultural 
aspirations and creative spirit of the working class - the 
final relinquishment of even the pretence to socialist and 
caring principles. In such a climate one would not expect the 
social history of Glasgow to be given a very high profile. It 
is after all a history of appalling social and economic 
hardship, and strikes and riots and rebellion in response to 
that hardship. 'For one reason or another, it has been the 
traditional stance of Labour Party councillors to characterise 
that history as ”a libel on Glasgow” and to sweep it under the 
carpet as if it never happened. 


From this perspective the Elspeth King affair takes on 
its true significance. It is not a question of gender or ethnic 
origin or academic qualifications. What is shameful in the 
Elspeth King affair is not so much her failure to secure a post 
which practically the whole of Glasgow believe she has fully 
earned after sixteen years dedicated to making the People’s 
Palace the social history success it is today. What is shameful 
and tragic is that it is her greatest strengths - her moral 
courage and professional integrity in the face of this craven 
need on the part of the council to whitewash Glasgow’s history 
that should have cost her the job. 






"In my opinion," says Mr Wallace, "she has succeeded in 
alienating possible powerful supporters within the political 
system" due to "an imperfect knowledge of how political systems 
work". And here he contradicts Pat Lally who seemed to be 
claiming only a few weeks ago that she had too much knowledge 
of how political systems work. So, at the end of the day, it 
was not her politics, as Pat Lally claimed, but her lack of 
politics that was her undoing. 

Clearly the people at the City Chambers are hard to 
satisfy . Dare one suggest that maybe a Stalinist "political 
system" that can't stand the truth of history ought to be 
kicked out here in our own city as it's being kicked out all 
over Eastern Europe? 

There may be different ways of looking at this of 
course. We must assume that the successful applicant, Mark 
0 | Neil , comes replete with a political sophistication denied Ms 
King. Yet it didn't help him save Springburn Park although he 
was in charge of social history in that district and must have 
had an interest in the park that was laid out for the people 
who built the great North British Locomotives in bygone days. 
Indeed, we know that, incredible though it seems, Springburn 
Museum was funded far more generously than the People’s Palace. 
But we do not hear that Mark O'Neil so much as uttered a word 
of protest as, in Jhe words of Seona Robertson writing in the 
Herald (June 23) : "The Park was systematically run down, its 
beautiful rockeries vandalised, its teahouse demolished and its / 
magnificent Winter Gardens left a crumbling and derelict 
shell." — “ 

Or maybe political sophistication is only keeping your 
mouth shut when your political boss demands it. We say the 
people of Springburn deserved better than this from their 
curator of social history. 

But it should tell us something about what might be in 
store for the people of Calton and Bridgeton and the area round 
Glasgow Green when the Keeper of social history, potentially a 
position of some influence surely, fails to oppose the crude 
excesses of the developers and the cultural myopia of the 
politicians. The District Council is at this moment considering 
plans for the redevelopment of Fleshers Haugh. If the people of 
Glasgow couldn't trust them with Greek Thompson, whose 
spectacular terrace building in Eglinton Street was pulled down 
as recently as eight years ago, have we not good reason to 
believe that the Green might be in safer hands? 


